Summary. 3p-HSD activity has been demonstrated histochemically in bovine Day [6][7][8] late-morulae and early blastocysts recovered non-surgically from 12 superovulated Friesian heifers. In some embryos grown in vitro from late-morula to enlarged blastocyst in Eagle's enriched medium, this key enzyme in steroidogenesis was clearly demonstrable during all the period of their survival in culture (96 hrs).
In recent years there has been an increasing interest in embryonic endocrinology in the initial stages of development, i.e. bofore implantation on the uterine wall. One of the most important factors justifying such an interest is the need to know when and by which processes the fertilized ovum signals its presence to the maternal organism in order to establish the pregnancy. The rapid diffusion of embryo transfer methodology both in laboratory and in farm animals has further stimulated investigations on this and on other important metabolic functions of the early embryo.
At present, numerous findings prove the presence in the preimplantation blastocyst of steroid hormones and of enzymes involved in their metabolism and interconversion. However, the data reported by various workers on this subject are not univocal, and are often difficult to correlate because they are the result of investiga- (Dickmann and Dey, 1973, 1974a, b ; Dey and Dickmann, 1974a ; Dickmann, 1975) , mouse , rabbit and hamster (Dickmann and Gupta, 1974 ; Niimura and Ishida, 1976) . According to Dickmann (1975) the autonomous production by the preimplantation embryo of steroid hormones plays an important role in the regulation of embryonic metabolism, in the transformation of the morula to blastocyst, in the loss of the zona pellucida and in implantation.
The data on this subject in the literature on bovines are scarce, relating mostly to the endocrine processes regulating implantation. In particular the role of cestrogens in this stage has been studied biochemically (Eley et al., 1975 ; Robertson and King, 1975) . Robertson et al. (1976) For the study of steroidogenic activity, histoenzymological reactions for 3p-HSD were performed according toVl!attenberg (1958) , Baillie and Griffiths (1964) , Baillie et al. (1966a, b) and Jones et al. (1968) . The embryos were incubated for 20 min ; the substrates used were dehydroepiandrosterone (DHE) and A4-androsten-3p-17p-diol. The same substrate-free solutions were used for control. Starting from Day 4, reactions for lactic and succinic dehydrogenase activity were performed according to Pearse (1961a, b (1974) and Dickmann and Dey (1973, 1974a) Deane and Rubin, 1965 ; Ferguson and Christie, 1967 ; Schmidt et al. 9 1970 ; Legrand and Hung, 1972 ; Legrand, 1975 ; Marcal et al., 1975) , mouse (Botte et a/., 1968 ; Sherman, 1973, 1975) , guinea pig (Ferguson and Christie, 1967) and hamster (Legrand, 1977) . Legrand (1977) Robertson and King (1975) and Robertson et al. (1976) (Seamark and LutwakMann, 1972 ; Fuchs and Beling, 1974 ; Dickmann et al., 1975 ; Borland et al., 1977 ; Fujimoto and Sundaram, 1978 ; Singh and Booth, 1978) and pig (Perry et al.,1973 (Perry et al., , 1976 Heap et al., 1975) , even though some authors (Seamark and Lutwak-Mann, 1972 ; Borland et al., 1977 ; Fujimoto and Sundaram, 1978) Fuchs and Beling, 1974) , rat (Wiley, 1974) , humans and pig (Perry et al., 1976) . The function of these substances is supposed to be the autostimulation of embryonic steroidogenesis (Perry et al., 1976) .
On the basis of the above, the logical extension of our work will include, concomitantly with ultrastructural research : 1) The study of the behaviour of the enzymes involved in steroid hormone synthesis, covering all the stages of embryonic development from fertilization to implantation in order to (i) determine the appearance and the duration of such activities and (ii) to clarify the significance of their presence among the complex, and yet little-known, endocrinological phenomena regulating the first stages of pregnancy ; 2) Culture of the embryo in vitro under more favourable conditions and with culture media permitting the embryo to reach more advanced stages of development. Particular attention will also be given to the substances secreted in the culture medium ; these investigations will not be confined to the substances involved in steroidogenic mechanisms, but would also cover all the substances which could play an important role in embryo implantation, including prostaglandins (Evans and Kennedy, 1977 
